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 My purpose in this paper is to provide a quick historical 
and cultural outline of some fundamental aspects of American 
character.  This is perhaps a controversial thing to do, since 
Americans themselves often say that since the the population of 
the United States is so diverse in background, ethnicity and 
belief, since the country itself is so gigantic in scale, and 
since the society as a whole is so mobile and changeable, there 
can be no such thing as the American character. For 
intellectuals, this supposed incoherence has long been a matter 
for worry.  They tend to see culturally challenged Americans as 
distracted, fragmented, confused, and irrational, unable to 
connect or focus on anything, and therefore incapable of 
developing a suitably impressive high civilization.  Saul Bellow 
is spokesman for this point of view when he says that in the 
United States "consciousness emptily asserts itself" (Bellow 
1990).   
 However, while an educated elite may be gloomy about 
alleged American cultural vacuity, most ordinary Americans are 
quite happy to lay claim to their own infinite and incoherent 
variety. As one of my students very proudly told me: "We 
Americans have no culture.  We are all different."  When I asked 
the other students if they agreed, they all raised their hands, 
indicating quite clearly that the belief Americans have no 
culture is a cultural characteristic of the vast majority of 
Americans. 
 As this response demonstrated, one major reason why the 
people of the United States prefer to see their society as 
lacking a cultural core is their own unnoticed, taken-for-
granted assumption that American society is wholly the creation 
of autonomous individuals who get together in communities solely 
to pursue their own personal purposes.  This individualistic and 
activist view precludes any awareness of institutional 
frameworks, historical foundations, or cultural constraints.  
Instead, the social world is imagined to consist of self-reliant 
free agents asserting themselves, each in his or her own way.  
Ideally, all such persons are equal before God and the law, with 
equivalent rights and privileges, and all are worthy of respect 
regardless of wealth, prestige, or power.  
 This particularly American value system can be traced in 
large measure to the historical absence of an old regime in the 
United States, where no aristocrats could make claims for 
special privileges.  Furthermore, as Seymour Lipset (1963) has 
written, the US was the "first new nation;" that is, it was the 
first social order based on the rejection of hereditary 
authority and the affirmation of what are seen to be universal 
democratic and egalitarian precepts.  The American governmental 
system, constructed in resistance to British colonial authority, 
was and remains profoundly anti-authoritarian, anti-state, 
individualistic, and voluntaristic.  The citizen comes first.  
The state comes second. 
 According to this perspective, it is the people who make 
the government, not the other way around, and the documents 
written by the founders (the Constitution and the Bill of 
Rights) are held to be sacred expressions of values universally 
shared by all citizens (though few know their actual content). 
In contrast, those elected representatives who actually make the 
laws are held in considerable contempt, since they are thought 
to put their own interests above the interests of the majority.  
In fact, any involvement in the daily working of the state is 
suspect.  This is why American social welfare programs are the 
weakest among modern nations, while personal charitable giving 
is the highest.  
 American core values of individualism, egalitarianism, and 
self-reliance also derive from the culturally dominant 
Protestant faith. This belief system asserts that all human 
beings are spiritually equivalent, and also affirms each 
person's capacity to choose his or her own fate.  Within this 
worldview, life is properly understood as a struggle in which 
individuals are essentially alone, and only seek the company of 
like-minded others in order to follow their own chosen spiritual 
path.  Community is therefore voluntaristic, held together 
solely by a shared goal and a covenant among members.  This view 
of the collective as a voluntary union of separate individuals 
accounts for the multiplicity of sects and cults in America. 
Believers have always felt they could leave their old church to 
find another more satisfactory one. The same holds true, 
obviously, for most other interpersonal ties, including 
marriage.  
 The individualism of Protestantism was complemented and 
abetted by the great social and spatial mobility possible within 
American society.  Unlike people of other cultures, Americans 
have always been both willing and able to pick up stakes and 
leave home in search of better lives.  Tocqueville remarked on 
this capacity in a comparison between Canadians and Americans.  
In Canada, he said, the ambition of everyman is to work very 
hard, save money, buy a house, and settle down.  In America, 
people also work hard, save money, and buy a house, but then 
sell it for a profit! 
 Certainly restless mobility is partly attributable to the 
frontier mentality of Americans, who have always had somewhere 
else to go to find their fortunes, and partly it is due to the 
immigrant experience itself, which valorizes movement in quest 
of success.  As Erik Erikson remarked, Americans feel that those 
who stay at home are failures.  Home is a place to leave - 
though it is always remembered with nostalgia, as the whole 
genre of country music attests.  But constant mobility is also 
connected to the values mentioned above: the Protestant search 
for salvation and the voluntaristic and impermanent nature of 
community.   
 And, of course, mobility is intimately connected to 
capitalism, which has always been dominant in American society.  
Capitalism, like Protestantism, assumes that the individual is 
autonomous and responsible for his or her own future; it also 
assumes that free agents will pursue their own best interests, 
not the interests of a collective, and it works best when social 
and spatial mobility are possible and desirable.   In other 
words, it is suited to the American environment, where class and 
caste are minimized, and where the spiritual climate favors 
upward striving, efficiency, and self-reliance.   
 There are also other reasons for the American obsession 
with business.  As Tocqueville wrote in 1840: "When the prestige 
attached to what is old has vanished, men are no longer 
distinguished, or hardly distinguished, by birth, standing, or 
profession; there is thus hardly anything left but money which 
makes very clear distinctions between men or can raise some of 
them above the common level" (Tocqueville 1969: 615). This 
intense competition of equals for status through wealth 
stimulates the conspicuous consumption of goods that is the 
major route to prestige in American culture, and drives the 
capitalist machine (See Veblen 1979).   
 Americans have always worked very hard and very efficiently 
to make money, and the wealthy have always set themselves off 
from their fellows by the luxuries they can afford to buy and 
display.  But what is more unusual and very American is that 
conspicuous consumption coincides with an absence of deference 
and strong moral demands that equal esteem be shown to all 
members of the community.  As a result, Americans remain 
extremely careful to cloak any hierarchy with the trappings of 
equality.  Subordinates are "team members" whose "consent" and 
"cooperation" are "requested" by their "supervisor". At home it 
is perfectly acceptable to have servants or to go to an elite 
school, but not to put the servants in livery or to have a 
genteel accent; in short, it is quite permissible to be rich and 
powerful just so long as one does not make claims to be 
different and better.  The surest way to be ostracized by 
Americans is to have the reputation of being a snob; the surest 
way to be accepted is to be friendly and "nice" to everyone, 
regardless of status.  This is, of course, a consequence and 
expression of the deep American faith in fundamental human 
equality.   
 Americans "niceness," easy social interaction, and distaste 
for elitism also make functional sense in a fluid social world 
where there are no clear status markers.  The open and 
potentially threatening universe of competitive American society 
is made liveable by the expectation that one's own friendliness 
and helpfulness will usually be reciprocated.  Such an attitude 
can only exist in conjunction with a basic sense of trust in the 
public sphere, which Americans think is populated by men and 
women who, like oneself, are basically fair, decent, and kindly.  
 This degree of social trust is another legacy of the 
original Protestant covenanted community, now transformed into 
the larger secularized social world where the primary values are 
being "well liked" and "getting along well with others."  
Training toward these ends is clear in the American school 
system, where popular students are elected as student body 
leaders whose job is to "represent" their fellows, where "school 
spirit" is heavily promoted, and where children are graded on 
the quality of their "citizenship".  Students are also expected 
to participate in extracurricular activities that oblige them to 
cooperate together on a voluntary basis.  Team sports especially 
are highly valued as an expression of "school spirit" and local 
pride, where individuals can show off their personal talents 
while helping their team mates to victory through disciplined 
self-sacrifice and cooperation. These institutions have nothing 
to do with formal education, everything to do with learning how 
to participate peacefully in a competitive society of co-equal, 
independent individuals.   
  Alongside diffuse trust goes another characteristic 
American stance, that of "moral minimalism," a culture of 
avoidance which prohibits overt interference with or judgement 
upon other people (Baumgartner 1988).  This ethical position of 
benign detachment, like the requirement to be nice to everyone, 
is a product of the underlying American value system of 
individualistic egalitarianism, which means that all persons 
have the freedom to make their own fates, without restraint from 
their neighbors, and, concomitantly, should not meddle with 
anyone else either.  This American pattern is correlated with a 
roomy and flexible society, where there is rarely any need for 
individuals to confront one another.  For example, in American 
suburbs it is quite possible for members of the same household 
to have separate rooms, separate schedules, separate meals, and 
to almost never to come in contact. Under these conditions, 
Americans tolerate diversity, so long as they are not obliged to 
interact with others who are too different from themselves, that 
is, who are "snobs" or "not nice", or with people who are 
intrusive and make demands on their time and autonomy.  
 Of course, American cultural premises of autonomy, 
equality, and competitive individualism have been threatened 
from time to time in American history. For example, the 
propertied classes in colonial times supported their own 
interests, and some sought a strong central government that 
would protect those interests.  The system of checks and 
balances that resulted kept direct democracy at bay. But the 
power of the wealthy elite to impose themselves was limited by 
the fact that the US armed forces were made up of men who 
already held strong egalitarian and individualistic values.  
Just as importantly, these citizen soldiers owned their own 
weapons, and knew very well how to use them in defense of their 
hard-won freedom.  The historical memory of armed civilians' 
opposition to government tyranny is one underlying source of 
Americans' reluctance to enact gun control legislation. 
 After its revolutionary beginnings, the United States 
developed into a remarkably stable and homogenous society, 
despite the popular perception that it is fractionated and 
multicultural. Although America is indeed a nation of 
immigrants, the overwhelming result of immigration has been 
assimilation.  Ethnic differences have become options, not 
essences. They are expressed in food preference and 
participation in parades, and serve to provide individuals a 
sense of distinction in a world that is remarkably homogenous 
and fluid.  Such weak identities rarely lead to conflict.  Note, 
for instance, the very low number of anti-Arab incidents in the 
wake of 9/11.   
 Class warfare in the United States has also been subdued. 
The vast majority of Americans see themselves as "middle-class."  
Essentially conservative, they seek to maintain their status 
positions while also striving for upward mobility. Social 
revolution is not on their agenda.  Nor is there any burning 
religious division among Americans, despite the fact that the 
United States is the most pious of developed nations and has the 
most religious diversity.  This is because for Americans 
religion is a personal choice; so long as one believes in 
something spiritual, the actual content of belief is irrelevant. 
In fact, the main problem for religious groups in America is not 
persecution, but maintaining any kind of distinctiveness.  
 In terms of regional geography, American like to think that 
friendly Southerners are vastly different from intellectual New 
Englanders, that Midwesterners are laconic while Californians 
are laid back, and so on.  It is true that some regional 
differences do exist - especially in the South.  But they are 
minimal.  People all over the United States speak the same 
language, celebrate the same holidays, eat the same foods, watch 
the same shows, have the same family structures, and share the 
same fundamental beliefs in the sanctity of the individual and 
the importance of personal dignity.  The only significant 
divergence is in the Southwest and Florida, where a large 
Hispanic population exists, many of whom do not speak English.  
Bilingual education is anathema to Americans in general, since 
they fear linguistic separatism.  But the evidence indicates 
that the vast majority of the Latino population very much want 
to learn English and become part of American society as rapidly 
as possible.  The real impediment is lack of adequate education, 
not any cultural unwillingness to assimilate. 
 In fact, the only truly painful division in the United 
States at present is the continuing racial polarization of black 
and white. And even there, no plausible threat of black 
revolution or separation has occurred, or is likely to occur. 
Rather, there is good evidence that blacks are being more and 
more incorporated into the middle class mainstream, even though 
race prejudice still exists. Also, it should be noted that 
African-Americans are by no means untypical in their values; 
their issue is not with fundamental American ideals of equality, 
autonomy, and self-reliance, but with their own perceived 
inability to pursue those ideals due to racism.   
 The point is that the United States has long demonstrated a 
strong homogenizing value system capable of drawing its citizens 
away from any divisive ethnic, class, regional, racial, or 
religious identities.  Alternative visions have been 
marginalized in favor of a standard notion of America as "the 
land of opportunity" where old settlers and new migrants, rich 
and poor, Protestant and Catholic, black and white, Hispanics 
and Anglos, can participate as equals in pursuit of the shared 
American dream of being "all they can be." Within this shared 
frame of reference, Americans imagine their social universe to 
be, in its ideal form, based on the voluntary co-operation of 
autonomous co-equals.   
 From the point of view of the majority of its citizens, the 
United States is the best of all possible worlds, one that, by 
and large, delivers on its promises.  It is also a world where 
there is little real recognition of genuinely alternative ways 
of life.  Rather, the differences that exist in American 
civilization are objectively relatively small: whilst 
ideologically "all are different," Americans in fact are 
remarkably "all the same."  Having little experience of real 
diversity, and assuming that the values they hold are universal, 
or should be, Americans therefore believe that cultural 
differences exist only on the surface, and can be dissolved by a 
simple discussion, explanation, and demonstration of the right 
approach: that is, the American approach.  The standard European 
joke about American foreign policy is that the United States 
wishes people to be free to choose - just so long as they choose 
the American way.   
 To conclude: Americans have great faith in their taken-for-
granted ideals, and, like other true believers, firmly believe 
that everyone else would share their faith, if only they had the 
opportunity. That this might not be the case is felt by many 





Outline of America Culture Paper 
 
Does American culture exist?   
Americans say no because everyone is an individual.   




Americans unaware of historical, cultural and 
institutional frameworks for their society. 
Egalitarianism. 
Self-reliance and free choice. 
 
Sources of assumptions. 
Absence of aristocracy. 
Egalitarianism.   
Revolutionary history. 
Constitution and Bill of Rights as sacred. 
Citizen comes first. 




Progress toward salvation. 
Church as voluntary community. 
Multiplicity of sects.  
Flexibility of interpersonal ties. 
Fluidity (social and spatial) 
Frontier and immigrant experience. 
Ideal of the self-made man. 
Capitalism  
Autonomous individual pursuing own best interests. 
Collective is secondary. 
Progress toward wealth 
 
Manners and Mores arising from assumptions. 
Absence of deference. 
Informality and "niceness." 
Value of "getting along well with others." 
Hatred of snobs and "phoneys". 
Generalized social trust. 
Moral minimalism - culture of avoidance. 
Toleration, but within limits. 
 
Historical conditions for assumptions. 
Revolution. 
Legal equality of citizens insured. 
Elite power undercut by armed militia. 
Laws seen as reflecting will of majority. 
Sacredness of constitution. 
   Dislike of politics. 
Immigration and Assimilation. 
Ethnicity as option, not essence. 
"Multiculturalism" is only of food and dress. 
Basic American values universalized. 
No ethnic separatism. 
Religious freedom. 
Belief as personal choice. 
No religious separatism. 
Predominance of middle class. 
Caution, fear of change. 
Desire to succeed. 
Absence of class warfare. 
Homogeneity. 





Values remain those of mainstream. 




No recognition of real difference. 
Disagreements can be reasoned out. 
Sacred values. 
Assume everyone wants to be American. 
American way is the natural and correct way. 
